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Introduction
Modern Rwanda is the site of much foreign research on a range of topics, from qualitative studies of the 1994 genocide and its aftermath to quantitative studies of particular development initiatives and their impact, to scientific investigations of natural phenomena and wildlife. Yet, the majority of foreign researchers -particularly those who are conducting fieldwork independent of nongovernmental organisations (NGO) or community-based organisations (CBO) -are currently pursuing their research in Rwanda without going through the proper government channels for securing permission. This emerges from ignorance, miscommunication with Rwandan partner organisations (a relationship that is required in order to conduct research in Rwanda), lack of familiarity with Rwandan protocol or an unwillingness to dedicate the time and money necessary to navigate the bureaucratic process.
This note argues that foreign researchers are ethically obliged to apply for formal research approval from the Government of Rwanda (GOR) -ideally before arriving in Rwanda and starting their fieldwork -and provides an overview of the specific institutions and procedures that are involved. The process of gaining formal research approval, culminating in the receipt of a research permit from the Ministry of Education (MINEDUC), can be lengthy and should be initiated at least four to six months before the researcher plans to arrive in Rwanda. It is also a ISSN 0225-5189 print/ISSN 2158-9100 online # 2012 Canadian Association for the Study of International Development (CASID) http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/02255189.2012.687356 http://www.tandfonline.com costly process. Assessment by the Rwandan National Ethics Committee (RNEC) costs as much as 1,500 USD, and so this cost should be included in any budgets for fieldwork. Finally, to facilitate research approval, researchers should familiarise themselves not only with best practices for ethics when working with human subjects and so-called vulnerable populations, but also with the political climate presently affecting Rwanda. This is particularly relevant if the project focuses on the 1994 genocide of the Tutsis and its aftermath. Following the controversial 2010 elections, Rwanda has been subject to intense international scrutiny -most recently highlighted in the comments made by Susan Rice, the US Ambassador to the United Nations, during her visit in late November 2011 (Rice 2011) . Thus, all fieldwork undertaken by foreign researchers will need to demonstrate that it is not influenced by the negative representations of the GOR common in international media today.
The protocol and accompanying recommendations outlined in this note are based upon several months of meetings and email communications with GOR officials in Rwanda and Canada, as well as additional meetings, email communications and telephone conversations with staff at the Embassy of the United States and Office of the Canadian High Commission in Kigali, Rwanda. However, it must be noted that these recommendations are based on one researcher's experiences pursuing formal permission to conduct fieldwork in Rwanda, rather than a comprehensive survey of foreign researchers' activities in Rwanda. In addition, this protocol can be changed by the GOR at any time. As such, researchers should always check with the Ministry of Education and the Ministry of Health (MOH), as well as any foreign researchers who have current on-the-ground experience with applying for research permits and related documentation and, more generally, conducting fieldwork in Rwanda.
Research design: navigating the current political climate For North America-based researchers, the process of developing a research design is often a practical exercise that aids researchers in thinking through the basic phases of their research project, acquiring ethics approval from their university or organisation's Institutional Review Board (IRB) and securing funding to proceed. In creating a research design for fieldwork that will be conducted in Rwanda, however, it is important to take certain unique features of the political landscape into account to ensure success.
There are several key points of tension in Rwanda with which researchers should familiarise themselves to avoid inadvertently causing offense or harm or having their research proposals rejected. First, researchers should be aware that they must not conceptualise the Rwandan people according to past labels for ethnicity. It is no longer appropriate (nor is it legal) to refer to people as Hutu, Tutsi, and Twa, unless the researcher is studying the 1994 genocide of the Tutsis. that they will proceed with the utmost sensitivity when working with survivors. In instances where researchers lack formal training in counseling or related disciplines, a possible solution might be to work with a Rwanda-based organisation that is able to provide counseling services or to hire research assistants with the necessary skills to provide culturally appropriate forms of support to survivors.
When working with Rwandans who are at low risk of experiencing emotional distress or when studying subjects who do not relate to the 1994 genocide, the researcher must still demonstrate that they have considered other possible kinds of harm their participants might experience from participating in research activities -be it biomedical, statistical, or social in nature. A careful reading of the Standard operating procedures issued by RNEC (2009), which will be discussed in greater detail below, can be useful for navigating these issues.
These recommendations only briefly touch on the main tensions capable of negatively affecting foreign researchers' efforts to gain government approval for their research. For a more detailed explanation of these social and political phenomena, and to learn of options for avoiding political pitfalls and minimising harm to themselves or to fieldwork participants, it is recommended that researchers consult both with colleagues who have recent experience working in Rwanda and with embassy and diplomatic staff who are currently on site. This field note includes a listing of relevant government websites and links to key documents (see Appendix 1).
Step 1: obtaining approval from Rwanda's National Ethics Committee for biomedical and social scientific research projects The first step in gaining permission to conduct fieldwork in Rwanda should be to contact the RNEC to initiate a formal application for ethics approval.
2 The RNEC was established in 2003 with the aim of introducing international standards for ethical research to Rwanda. It has primary jurisdiction over biomedical research conducted within the country, which it defines as "research on pharmaceuticals, medical devices, medical radiation and imaging, surgical procedures, medical records, and biological samples, as well as epidemiological, social and psychological investigations" (RNEC 2009, p. 5) . In doing so, the RNEC establishes its right to evaluate social scientific research in addition to those projects that are biomedical in scope.
RNEC's seven-member multidisciplinary committee -consisting of a community representative and experts from the fields of law, biomedical research, clinical research, public health and philosophy or theology -meets once a month around the 15th to discuss proposals (RNEC 2009, p. 6) . It is important to note -and this is likely due to the RNEC being modeled on Western institutional review boards -that there is little, if any, social scientific expertise among committee members (Schrag 2010) . The impact that this has on the approval process for social scientific studies cannot be determined at this point. However, the possibility exists that the committee's bias may -as it frequently does in the US and Canada -prevent social scientists from pursuing their research without first spending a lot of time justifying their intended project to committee members with little knowledge of specific disciplinary norms for ethics (Hemming 2009 , Schrag 2010 , Thomson 2013 .
To apply for ethics approval, researchers are required to submit an array of documents for evaluation by the committee. These include:
(1) a cover letter (10 copies); (2) a research protocol and summary (10 copies); (3) a sample consent form or patient information sheet, in English and Kinyarwanda (10 copies); (4) a financial agreement with researcher assistants and co-investigators (10 copies); 268 E. Jessee (5) a placebo usage justification, if necessary (10 copies); (6) a brochure for clinical trials, if necessary (10 copies); (7) the primary investigator's CV (10 copies); and (8) an insurance certificate, if required (10 copies).
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The RNEC requires that researchers collate these documents, creating 10 bound sets. The sets then can be mailed or taken in person to RNEC's office, located at the Ministry of Health in Kigali. In addition, RNEC requires that researchers pay a fee of 850,000 Rwandan francs (approximately 1,500 USD), while graduate students who are funding their own research pay 100,000 Rwandan francs (approximately 170 USD). Finally, when it comes time for the RNEC to review the application materials, the primary investigator must be prepared for the possibility that he/she will be called upon to make a formal, 15 -20-minute presentation on the research protocol to the committee (RNEC 2009, p. 13) . The research protocol is arguably the most important part of the application (see Appendix 2). In brief, researchers are required to provide a summary of their intended project, followed by more detailed explanations of their project's main objectives, methodology, study population, procedures for data analysis, ethical considerations and logistics which include a detailed budget. Finally, references from the researcher's affiliated university, supervisory committee and funding agency are required. The resulting volume should be thorough, written in plain English or Kinyarwanda, and must demonstrate a nuanced awareness of the particular ethical challenges related to the proposed research and the measures necessary to minimise harm for participants, research assistants and the primary investigator.
The RNEC requires researchers to submit their completed applications at least 15 days before the committee is conduct scheduled. Applications are evaluated for: the relevance of their objectives; the scientific and methodological rigour of the fieldwork process; the project's inclusion and exclusion criteria for participation; the validity of their process for establishing the informed consent of their participants; the qualifications of the primary investigator; the researcher's plans to minimise harm and maintain confidentiality for the project's participants, particularly those people from vulnerable communities; and finally the researcher's plans to consult with and maintain good communication with the local community (RNEC 2009, pp.11-12, pp. 16-17) .
It is important to note that for research projects that are considered minimal risk -meaning those that are unlikely to cause psychological or physical damage to participants -an expedited review process is in place. Expedited reviews are conducted by one of RNEC's chairpersonsusually an individual with the most experience working in the fields relevant to the proposed research. From there, the chairperson drafts a summary report containing his or her recommendations for the committee and a vote is held based on these recommendations (RNEC 2009, pp. 20-21) .
The committee members strive for a consensus when determining whether to approve, give conditional approval, or reject each application. However, when a consensus is impossible, a majority vote can also lead to an approval (RNEC 2009, p. 12) . Technically speaking, a decision regarding whether a research proposal has been approved occurs during the meeting. However, there may be a delay of several weeks between the decision being made and its communication to the primary investigator, as the RNEC's secretary must then write a report containing the committee's recommendations for the proposed research.
In addition to evaluating new research proposals, the RNEC committee is also responsible for evaluating progress reports and final outcomes prior to their publication or release to the public in formal settings. As a result, researchers should be in regular contact with the RNEC as their research progresses, so as to stay informed of any changes made or final conclusions that are drawn from the fieldwork.
Conducting fieldwork in Rwanda
Step 2: acquiring a research permit from the Ministry of Education Assuming the primary investigator is able successfully to navigate the RNEC, the next step in the process of gaining permission to conduct fieldwork in Rwanda is to apply to the Ministry of Education for a formal research permit. This is a multi-stage process that involves compiling and submitting the following documents for internal review by the agency in charge of science, technology and research:
(1) a formal letter of request for a research permit; (2) a project proposal; (3) a letter of support from a Rwanda-based research partner; (4) a letter of recommendation from the researcher's host university or organisation; and (5) a certificate of ethics approval from RNEC.
First, researchers should address their letter of request for a research permit to the Director General of Science, Technology, and Research. The letter should be no more than one page, and include a concise outline of the project, its methodology, the location(s) where fieldwork will occur and the proposed timeline for completion. In addition, researchers should include a sentence or two that highlights the relevance of their proposed research project for the GOR.
Second, the Ministry of Education requests that researchers submit a more thorough project proposal that provides more detail on the main points addressed in the letter of request. The proposal must include the title of the proposed research project, the contact information for the primary researcher and his or her supervisor, and a summary of the project's objectives, methodology, and timeline for completion. Once again, any links established by the researcher between their proposed project and the GOR's own programs for development will be helpful for demonstrating the project's relevance for Rwandans.
Third, researchers must identify a Rwanda-based research partner committed to facilitating their fieldwork and dissemination of findings. This process can be daunting for researchers who lack previous experience and contacts in Rwanda. While there is a host of Rwanda-based organisations currently working on a range of research projects across the nation, it can be difficult to elicit a response from these organisations via email or telephone, particularly if you have not had any prior contact with them. However, the primary investigator is required to establish a research relationship with a Rwanda-based organisation, preferably one with expertise in the region or with the specific research themes being investigated. The purpose of this relationship is to ensure dissemination of skills and information within Rwanda, as well as to the international community, which is usually the primary audience for foreign research. To this end, the researcher's ability to forge sustainable relationships with Rwandan organisations can be enhanced by offering to provide language or discipline-specific training to their members, assist their efforts to identify and apply for funding opportunities and organise workshops aimed at disseminating any preliminary findings to the organisation responsible for hosting the fieldwork. In recent years, it has become unacceptable to engage in one-sided research that does not somehow benefit the people of Rwanda, as well as the international community.
Once a relationship with a Rwanda-based organisation has been established, the primary investigator must obtain a letter of support from the head of the organisation that clearly states that they believe the proposed research project is of relevance to their objectives and that they are willing to facilitate the project. Once again, this letter of support should be directed to the Director General of Science, Technology, and Research. In addition, it should express the organisation's familiarity with the objectives, methodology, timeline for completion and expected outcomes, as explained in the project proposal.
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Fourth, primary investigators must arrange for a letter of recommendation to be written by their supervisor at their university or organisation. The letter of recommendation should once again be addressed to the Director General of Science, Technology, and Research. In this instance, however, the primary purpose of the letter is to speak to the primary investigator's qualifications and ability to complete the proposed research in a timely and ethically informed manner, as well as state the validity of the proposed project for the GOR and the international community.
The last document required by the MINEDUC is a certificate or formal letter from the RNEC stating that the proposed project has received ethics clearance (see Step 1, above). It is important to note that while most foreign researchers are now required to submit their projects to universitybased IRBs prior to embarking on a new research project, the resulting certificate of ethics approval is not an acceptable substitute for clearance from RNEC. For this reason, only documents demonstrating formal ethical clearance from the RNEC will be accepted.
Once these documents have been compiled, the primary investigator must submit them to MINEDUC, either in person or via email. From the date of receipt, the application materials may take anywhere from two weeks to several months to be evaluated, depending on the workload of the individuals responsible for evaluating the application materials. Once a positive response has been received, however, the researcher will be free to begin his or her fieldwork in Rwanda.
Step 3: gaining entry to Rwanda A final point worth noting is that citizens of several states now require visas in order to visit Rwanda. A comprehensive list of nationalities that do not require visas (for a maximum stay of 90 days) can be found online at the Rwanda Directorate General of Immigration and Emigration website. 4 Researchers from all other states are required to apply for a visa, normally a single or multiple-entry tourist visa. This process involves submitting a formal letter of request to the Rwandan commission in the researcher's country of citizenship, which details the reason for the visit and its duration. Visitors are also required to submit their passport, along with a single passport sized photo, certificate of yellow fever vaccination and a money order for the visa processing fee.
Under normal circumstances, the process of acquiring a tourist visa takes five to seven business days. However, researchers should expect delays. Because there is no obvious process to apply for a research visa, researchers who apply for tourist visas are often a point of confusion. The best practice is to be as transparent as possible when writing the cover letter requesting a visa. The authorities responsible for processing the request will inform the researcher if they decide there is a need to apply for another category of visa. In such instances, researchers may be requested to provide copies of their letter of support from the Rwanda-based partner organisation, certificate of approval from RNEC and research permit from MINEDUC as evidence of their status as researchers who are welcome in Rwanda.
Conclusion
Conducting fieldwork in Rwanda is a daunting prospect for several reasons, most notably the current political climate in the country and the extensive (and expensive) bureaucratic processes that must be navigated in order to acquire formal permission for the proposed research. Researchers whose projects touch upon sensitive issues such as the 1994 genocide or the evaluation of government development and reconciliation initiatives should expect to encounter difficulties when dealing with Rwanda-based gatekeepers. These difficulties range from identifying incountry partners and establishing a working relationship to receiving final clearance from Conducting fieldwork in RwandaMINEDUC. However, it is crucial that researchers continue to engage with Rwandan civilians and officials through fieldwork. Rwanda at present is in the midst of an important transition to an "independent, sovereign, democratic, social and secular Republic" (GOR 2003, Article 1). The presence of independent researchers capable of offering constructive and informed feedback on the successes and failures of government policy will be essential in facilitating this transition.
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